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Will Santa Claus Come to Hollywood? 

a ^ ear of Ho-Ho-Hum Box Office, the Movies Hope for a Happy Ending 

./]} Y* 'By Paul Farhi and Kim Masters f °' 1 

j .» Washington Pott Staff Writer* . 
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I t's starting to look a bit like Christmas 
for the movie industry, and not a mo- 
ment too soon. • 

If 1991 were a film, it would be a real 
tear-jerker for Hollywood. This year is 
likely to be the first since 1977 in which 
fewer than 1 billion tickets were sold. The 
industry trade paper Daily Variety esti- 
mates that ticket sales will be down about 
10 percent this year, the second straight 
year of decline, putting the lie to the no- 
tion that moviegoing is the happy excep- 
tion to recession. * • •* •• . - 

There's still time for, if not a happy end- 
ing, at least a hopeful note, however. The 
flood of year-end pictures has encouraged 
some optimism among theater owners and 
studio executives. The period from Christ- 
mas Day to the weekend following New 
- Year's Day is. typically one of the busiest 
of the year, as would-be patrons quit shop- 
ping and start relaxing. 

“Its a decent Christmas. I don't think 
we really have to be embarrassed about 
it," said Peter Dekom, a prominent enter- 


tainment industry lawyer in Los Angeles. 
“But: I don't think that reflects the [over- 
all] state of the movie business." 

The year-end period has produced some 
solid performers — Paramount's “Addams 
Family," which has taken in $78.1 million 
after 31 days, and Disney's animated 
“Beauty and the Beast, with a take of 
$45.7 million after six weeks, according to 
Baseline II, an entertainment research 
firm. 

In addition, “Star Trek VI" has collected 
$37.9 million with the most successful 
opening of the “Star Trek" series. 

But there are no breakaway hits this 
season. The month's two most heavily 
hyped movies, Steven Spielberg's Peter 
Pan update “Hook" and Oliver Stone's J 
Kennedy-assassination movie “JFK," are I 
experiencing so-so results. * 

While “Hook" may still have “legs" — it 
has pulled in $30.2 million to lead all pic- 
tures in its first two weeks of release— -it 
seems unlikely to be the blockbuster some 
expected. 

“The industiy has talked about ‘Hook' 
as a savior," said Ed Russell, a spokesman 
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Kevin Costner in Oliver Stone's “JFK.*' 
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; for TriStar Pictures, the Sony Corp.- 
owned studio that released the film 
: ^h reportedly cost $80 million! 
I hat hype was generated outside the 
studio.” 

Russell insists that TriStar is 
pleased with "Hook’s” showing and 
.. il \ e niov,e will top $100 million in 
sales by early January. But even at 
that level, "Hook” may not show a 
■’ pr °7 k cause of its extravagant cost 
;; and the hefty percentage of the prof- 
J! 9 . t „ hat have be en guaranteed to 

" p£"l!£, and S,ars Dus,i " * foffnian, 
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. ' ias received enormous at- 
tention in the media, with cover sto- 

" Im-V.p N „ ewsweek and Esquire, a 
Nightline segment on ABC and a 
multipart series on NBC’s "Today" 

. show, as well as articles in The Wash- 
ington Post, New York Times and 
.other papers. 

There’s only one problem: The me- 
// d,a are paying more attention than 
HJo v, egoers. The controversial tale 
l.;.-about an alleged conspiracy to mur- 
V der President Kennedy opened last 
/ week to $5.01 million in business, a 
: *«gure several people called disap- 
y pointing given that controversy nor- 
mally draws the curious to a film’s 
r. opening. 

/;•* Warner Bros/ spokesman Rob 

* ca i! ed UJFK y Performance 
[ excellent. But one industry analyst 
said, 1 m surprised it even did that 
* muc " [business). Who really wants to 
2 *** lt? T" e datin g crowd (loesnX the 
2 ^ oni en don’t Younger people don’t . 

•) . Wr? 59 f e poetical activists.” , 

r ; fi 9 urc ^ said , the film's 
k ; !**#* adjust over, three hours, was 

- excessive. Theater .owqera,"he said, ‘ 

- ^ annoyed that, .they could not ‘ 

shoeing each day! 

,vtven if the. hojiday season exceeds'! 

•fi expectations, |it’s not’likely to relieve ’• 

,v f-i sepseef wooziness in the movie ' 

£ b u?'ness. Earlier this month;'debt-lad- ! 

t pUfP-'.'tlie 'studio'.; 

- ^.^ eiWed. DaiK:e8 with .Wolves" ' 

’ r!? ^tence of the Lambs* filed for ■' 

2 J ' An ?' her 1 "mini-major,’’ Carolco Pic- 
tures (best known for Total Recall" " 

• *2*1 1,16 Knmbo movies),' has laid off,. 

: 25 percent.of jta staff, <whi!eMGM-§ 

•" “athe Communications Co.'— the*' 

£ femnants of two of Hollywood’s gold- ' 
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JuUa Roberts, Steven 8plelberg and Robin Williams on the set of ‘■Hook.” 


requested anonymity. He suggested 
that studios will need to cut costs 
more aggressively. "The question is, 
can Hollywood change quickly 

enough? I think U can ” 

Theories on what has gone wrong 
abound. The marketplace is now 
crowded with a wealth of alternatives, 
such as cable television and videocas- 
sette recorders. Theater owners ac- 
knowledge that their business has be- 
come overbuilt, with the number of 
screens nationwide up more than 60 
percent in the past 15 years, meaning 
slimmer slices of the pie for all. 
Meanwhile, ticket prices have risen 
steadily, reaching $6.50 in the Wash- 
ington area, making an excursion to 
the movies a more expensive proposi- 
tion in the middle of a recession. 

Tin 47 years old and this is the 
first time I’ve seen almost a true de- 
pression,” said Ron Goldman, chief 
executive of KB Theaters, the largest 
independent chain in the Washington 
area. "In times of recession, movie 


theaters have always done well bf 
cause they provide inexpensive, e.* 
capist entertainment. But we’ve had 
triple whammy this time” because < 
recession, ticket, price increases an 
competition from witfiin and without. 

Goldman and others say the an 
swer to Hollywood's problem is sell 
evident: make pictures people want t< 
see. 

“To my way of thinking, what im 
pacts moviegoing most is momen 
turn, said Jack. Holland, marketin/ 
vice president at American Multi-Cin 
ema Inc., a Kansas City, Mo.-basei 
chain that operates 77 screens in tin 
Washington area and 1,625 in th< 
United States. "Once people see tlu 
trailers, word of mouth gets going 
and things begin to feed on them- 
selves. We've had six months where 
there hasn't been that much good 
product. We have some good product 
this holiday season and if people re- 
spond we can stop the bleeding.” 


